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Concept

Compulsory Voting (Jackman 2001, Sheppard 2015)
Compulsory voting describes the effect of (enforced and
unenforced) laws that mandate at least attendance at a polling
booth by enfranchised citizens, and in some cases mandate the
casting of a valid ballot.

Those laws usually include the capacity for non-voters to be
(strictly or weakly) sanctioned in case of no participation.
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Overview

Source: Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA, 2016)
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Compulsory Voting: Different Sanctions

I Scale:

0 = No compulsory voting.

1 = Yes, but sanctions absent or not enforced.

2 = Yes, sanctions enforced but minimal.

3 = Yes, sanctions enforced and costly.
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Some countries where voting is no longer compulsory, but had a
compulsory voting system in the past:

I Albania, Austria, Bulgaria, Chile, Cyprus, Dominican
Republic, Guatemala, Italy, Netherlands, Panama,
Paraguay, Philippines, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland,
Venezuela.
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Situation in 2021
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Support for Compulsory Voting in Countries with Voluntary Voting
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Are you in favor or against compulsory voting? Why?



Arguments in favor of compulsory voting:
I Voting as a duty;

I Institutional solution for low turnout;

I An incentive to become better informed;

I Elicit political engagement between citizens;

I Increases turnout among socioeconomically disadvantaged
citizens;

I Enhance the legitimacy (and trust) of political institutions
among citizens;

I Depowering political parties and empowering citizens.
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Arguments against compulsory voting:

I Violation of individual freedom;

I It increases poor decision-making;

I It masks problems of democratic malaise;

I Lack of connection between electoral choice and policy
change;

I Smaller parties do worse.
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Compulsory Voting and Voter Turnout



Compulsory Voting and Voter Turnout

Source: Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA, 2016)
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Panagopoulos 2008

I How compulsory voting alters the decision-making calculus
of voters?

I Spoiler: Turnout rates depend on the level of penalties
countries with compulsory voting impose for
non-compliance.

I Higher turnout rates when both the penalties and the
likelihood oof enforcement are high;

I Lower turnout rate when both the penalties and the
likelihood oof enforcement are meaningless.
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The Calculus of Voting (see Week 6 slides)

The “calculus of voting” (Downs 1957), later extended by Riker and Ordeshook
(1968), consider a decision-making scenario represented in the formula:

R = pB − C

Where,

I R stands for “rewards,” i.e., the utility derived from the act of voting, being
a function of:

I B, the benefit received by the voter, derived from the expected party
differential;

I p, the probability of the vote being decisive, and;

I C, the cost of voting (e.g., transportation, registration, standing in
line, etc.)
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Panagopoulos 2008

I Under a voluntary voting system, the “calculus of voting” illustrates how the
act of voting is costly and, in many cases, the cost of voting can exceed the
cost of non-participation.

I Under a compulsory voting system, the “calculus of voting” illustrates how
the act of abstaining is costly and, in many cases, the cost of abstention can
exceed the cost of participation.
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Panagopoulos (2008) conceives the cost of voting (C) as consisting of two parts:

I CV : The cost of voting, and;

I CNV : The cost of not voting.

Therefore,

E[U(Voting)] = pB − CV .

E[U(Abstain)] = −qCNV .

I q is the cost’s probability the voter can expect to pay for non-compliance.

As a consequence: Rational voters should vote if qCNV > CV , and;

The marginal impact of the penalty on turnout may depend on the degree of
enforcement and vice-versa.
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Hypotheses (Panagopoulos 2008, p. 460)

H1: Turnout in compulsory systems without meaningful
penalties and enforcement should equal turnout in
voluntary systems.

H2: Penalties and enforcement each increase turnout.

H3: Penalties and enforcement together increase turnout a
beyond the effect of each individually (e.g., there is an
interactive effect).
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Data

I Turnout data from elections in democratic countries during the 1990s.

I Dependent variable:

I The proportion of the voting age population that participated in
elections in each country for each year covered.

I Independent variable Penalty:

-1 (low/no): No formal penalties for abstention;

0 (moderate): Fines for noncompliance;

1 (high): Fines in addition to other severe penalties (e.g.,
imprisonment or loss of certain civic rights).

I Independent variable Enforcement:

-1 (low/no): The country routinely fail to enforce sanctions for
abstention;

0 (weak): The country enforces penalties, but only weakly;

1 (High): The country monitors compliance and enforce sanctions for
abstention strictly.
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Examples: Enforced Compulsory Voting

I Argentina: Fine. In case of non payment, the person is barred from dealing
with public bodies for one year.

I Australia: Requires non-voters to show up at polling stations and check
their names off a list. For first-time offenders, a fine is issued for AU$20
with a maximum penalty of AU$180 which is regularly enforced.

I Belgium: Fines from 40 to 80, and up to 200 for reoffenders. However, the
Belgian government has not enforced sanctions since 2003.

I Bolivia: The voter is unable to receive their salary from the bank if they
cannot show proof of voting for the three months following the election.

I Brazil: In case of non payment for three consecutive elections, the person is
barred from dealing with public bodies.

I Uruguay: Fines. In cases of non-payment the person concerned is barred
from dealing with public bodies.



Examples: Not Enforced Compulsory Voting

I Costa Rica: Voting is mandatory by law for all registered voters. However,
those who do not vote face no penalties.

I Greece: Failure to vote is punishable by a prison sentence of one month to
one year, and a loss of the offender’s post. However, no one has ever been
prosecuted.

I Honduras: While the Constitution says voting is compulsory, the Electoral
Code does not mention penalties for not voting.

I Mexico: The Constitution mentions that voting is a citizen’s obligation, but
the Electoral Code does not establish penalties for not voting.



Results

Source: Panagopoulos (2008).
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Conclusions

I Compulsory voting per se does not necessarily impact
turnout rate, penalty and enforcement levels of compulsory
voting systems do.

I Mean levels of turnout in compulsory systems with no
sanctions or no enforcement is similar to turnout levels in
voluntary systems.

I Turnout rates are higher in systems in which sanctions are
most severe and the likelihood of enforcement is strongest.
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Compulsory Voting and Political Knowledge



Sheppard (2015)

Expectation: Compulsory voting increases citizens’ political
knowledge.

Why?

1. Once a voter incurs the cost of having to vote, he or she
may choose acquire sufficient information to make the best
use of their vote.

2. The act of voting—attending a polling station, receiving
information from candidates and thinking at least
superficially about whom to vote for—may impart
incidental political knowledge.
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Sheppard’s Data (2015)

I Data:

I CSES Survey Modules;

I 133 elections;

I 47 countries;

I From 1996 to 2013.

I Dependent variable:

I Political knowledge: Counting an individuals’ correct
responses to fact-based questions.
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Main Independent Variable

Source: Sheppard (2015, p. 303).
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Variable Scores and Distributions from CSES 1-4 Modules

Source: Sheppard (2015, p. 306).
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Results: Aggregate Level

Source: Sheppard (2015, p. 304).
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Results: Individual-Level Additive Model

Source: Sheppard (2015, p. 304).
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Results: Individual-Level Interaction Model

Source: Sheppard (2015, p. 305).
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Future Research: Beyond Turnout

I Compulsory voting from the perspective of political parties
(e.g., party competition, party mobilization vs.
conversion);

I Compulsory voting and representation of minorities (e.g.,
ethnic vote);

I Compulsory voting and corruption (e.g., vote buying);

I Compulsory voting and economic outcomes (e.g.,
redistributive policies);

I Compulsory voting and economic voting.
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Next Class

I Thursday, 19 May.

Week 11. Ethnicity and Identity

Compulsory readings:

– Hangartner, Dominik et al. 2019. “Does exposure to the refugee crisis make
natives more hostile?” American Political Science Review 113 (2): 442–455.

– Wasow, Omar. 2020. “Agenda seeding: How 1960s black protests moved elites,
public opinion and voting.” American Political Science Review 114 (3): 638–659.

– Mable, William, Mousa, Salma, and Siegel, Alexandra. 2021. “Can Exposure to
Celebrities Reduce Prejudice? The Effect of Mohamed Salah on Islamophobic
Behaviors and Attitudes.” American Political Science Review, 1–18.
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